
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
   

Reading the Pre-Raphaelites  
by Tim Barringer 

 
With the opening chapter, the reader of Barringer’s Pre-

Raphaelites is plunged into a world not dissimilar from their 

own, with it’s age of discovery, rapid technological 

advances, and the search for truth in all things. What’s 

vastly different about the Pre-Raphaelite period in art is a 

rebellious desire to visually recreate a time of simplicity, 

meaning, and beauty. In Victorian England, the Pre-

Raphaelite Brotherhood was formed somewhat obscurely 

by a few key figures: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Holman 

Hunt, and John Everett Millais. Their cause was furthered by 

the highly influential artist turned art critic John Ruskin. 

Unofficial additions to the Brotherhood included Ford 

Madow Brown and Edward Burne-Jones (and by proxy, the 

great textile artist and founder of the Arts and Crafts 

movement, William Morris).  

The artwork produced by the PRB was heavily inspired by Gothic Revival architecture and a love 

of all things Medieval. Their lavish, technicolor paintings centered around the traditional  roles of 

Western men and women, morality tales, and a desire to capture nature as scientifically as 

possible. Each work took years to complete and they focused their efforts on the same subjects 

in religion and myth, their paintings becoming “overwrought with emotion, narrative, and craft” 

(NY Times). The attention to detail in nature, perspective, color, and symbolism would later be 

seen as an agonizing waste of time by the Impressionists. Their “hyper-realistic” pieces would 

have their short-lived heyday from 1848-1856. They would inspire new forms of artistic 

expression (especially with photography) and would eventually provide a backdrop against which 

a new stylistic rebellion could take place. 
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 “Persephone” by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, 1874, oil on canvas, modelled by Jane Morris. Courtesy 

of www.commons.wikimedia.org.  

 

Discussion 

1. The New York Times described the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (PRB) as “disgruntled students at 
the Royal Academy of Art. Barely 20, they were repelled by the decadence of art and society, much 
of which they ascribed to the Industrial Revolution”. Thoughts? 
 

2. Were you familiar with Pre-Raphaelite works prior to reading Barringer’s chronology? 
 

3. If yes to question 2, did you find yourself reading the paintings differently?  
 

4. Though attempting to harken back to a time of simplicity, Pre-Raphaelite works were packed with 
symbolism, meaning, through the placement of many objects around their chosen subject. Does 
this add to or detract from their work for you? 
 

5. Which painter in the loosely grouped PRB was your favorite? Why? 
 

6. After reading about the key figures and the impetus behind the movement, did you feel that the 
PRB accomplished their goal of discerning truth?  
 

7. Art critics have now seen that Pre-Raphaelite style has heavily influenced “Art Nouveau, Photo 
Realism, Contemporary Art, even children’s books” (NY Times).  As you read, did you recognize 
traits in the PRB paintings that you can identify in current media? 
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